In the digital age, when faced with health concerns, many people instinctively turn to “Dr Google” for quick
answers. However, the landscape of online health information is cochrane.org shifting rapidly. Increasingly,
generative Al chatbots powered by large language models (LLMs) are being touted as the next-generation tools
for health advice. But are Al assistants genuinely better than traditional search engines like Google when it comes

to health questions?

The Shift from Search Engines to Al Chatbots for Health Questions

For years, Google has dominated as the go-to platform for health searches—colloquially called "dr google health
search"—offering users lists of links and snippets in response to their queries. Google's strength lies in indexing
vast swathes of the web, providing fast access to scientific articles, medical sites, forums, and news items. However,
this traditional model places the onus on users to sift through potentially overwhelming information, assess
trustworthiness, and interpret findings in context.
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Generative Al chatbots, such as those based on LLMs like GPT-4 or similar architectures, represent a fundamental
shift. Instead of delivering lists of links, they generate conversational, human-like summaries and answers
synthesized on the fly. Users can ask follow-up questions and receive seemingly tailored, digestible explanations,
potentially transforming the user experience.

What Large Language Models (LLMs) Actually Do

It's crucial to understand that LLMs do not “understand” health information the way clinicians or researchers do.
They predict text patterns based on vast training data — essentially generating plausible-sounding sentences that

statistically fit the prompt, rather than consulting a verified database of facts.

This characteristic can lead to “hallucinations,” where the Al confidently asserts incorrect or fabricated information,
including invented citations or misrepresented studies. For example, an Al might present a fake reference to a
study supposedly from the Cochrane Library, a comprehensive repository of rigorous systematic reviews produced
by The Cochrane Collaboration, a globally respected organization known for high-quality evidence synthesis. Such

fabricated citations are not merely embarrassing—they can mislead users seeking trustworthy health advice.


https://www.cochrane.org/about-us/news/why-evidence-synthesis-matters-age-ai

Trust Is the Limiting Factor in Health Information

Whether it's a search engine summary or an Al-generated response, trust remains the pivotal factor in health
information consumption. Users need assurance that the information is accurate, up-to-date, and unbiased,

especially given the consequences of misinformed health decisions.

* Google’s Search Engine Summaries: Google often pulls snippets from reputable sources or authoritative
health websites like Mayo Clinic or NHS.uk. Despite the variability in snippet quality, users can cross-check

information by accessing the original pages directly.

* Al Chatbot Responses: Al assistants can condense complex medical knowledge rapidly, but without citations
or with hallucinated references, evaluating credibility becomes difficult. Unlike indexed search results, the

answer is not transparently linked to a source.

Healthcare professionals and evidence synthesis experts, including those affiliated with the Cochrane
Collaboration, warn that health advice must be grounded in systematically reviewed evidence—such as those
found in the Cochrane Library—rather than anecdote or unverified claims. Without robust sourcing and

safeguards, Al health advice risks propagating misinformation.

When People Say ‘Al Knows Everything'—What's Missing?

There is a pervasive misconception that because Al chatbots generate coherent and confident text, they "know”

the health facts. This overconfidence can lead users to accept Al health advice without sufficient critical appraisal. In

reality:

1. LLMs do not have a fact-checking mechanism inherently built-in.
2. This means hallucinations—fabricated, inaccurate, or misleading statements—can slip through.

3. Even reputable Al tools can't replace expert-reviewed sources, such as Cochrane systematic reviews.

So, what would change one’s mind on Al assistants being better than Google for health questions? Demonstrated
consistent accuracy, transparent sourcing, and clinical validation would be essential before recommending reliance

on generative Al for medical decision-making.

How to Use Al and Google Smartly for Health Questions



Given the strengths and limitations of both Al assistants and traditional search engines, a balanced approach is

advisable:

* Use Google to Access Verified Sources: When searching health topics, prioritize established sites and
systematic reviews, such as those found in the Cochrane Library hosted by the Cochrane Collaboration.

These sources synthesize evidence rigorously and transparently.

* Treat Al Responses as Preliminary Summaries: Use Al chatbots to get an overview or clarify complex

terminology but confirm facts with trusted health professionals or evidence-based resources.

* Be Wary of Hallucinations: Don't accept Al-generated citations or claims at face value. If references are

given, verify whether the DOI or source actually exists and matches the claim.

The Role of Evidence Synthesis Experts

Groups like The Cochrane Collaboration are essential in this ecosystem. Their work involves scrutinizing and
synthesizing research to provide balanced, up-to-date health information. Integrating such evidence into Al
models, or using Al to support the search within such curated libraries, may be a promising future direction to

enhance trustworthiness.

Summary Table: Comparing Al Assistants and Google for Health
Questions

Feature Google Search Engine Generative Al Chatbots (LLMs) Information Delivery Lists of links with snippets from
indexed sites Conversational, synthesized textual answers Source Transparency High — users see original URLs and
can verify Often low — Al may not cite sources or mis-cite Risk of Misinformation Moderate — depends on search
terms and snippet quality Higher — hallucinations and fabricated citations possible User Interaction Search then
navigate — non-interactive Interactive Q&A with follow-up possibilities Dependency on User Judgment High — user
must evaluate sources and evidence Very high — users must critically appraise Al output Integration with Evidence

Synthesis Indirect access to sources like Cochrane Library Currently limited but has future potential

Conclusion

Are Al assistants better than Google for health questions? The answer is: not yet, at least not in ways that matter
most—accuracy, transparency, and trustworthiness. While Al chatbots can make health information feel more
accessible by offering synthesized conversations, their propensity to hallucinate and fabricate authoritative-

sounding details is a significant limitation.

Search engines like Google, despite their imperfections, still provide better pathways to verified, evidence-based
health resources, such as those curated by the Cochrane Collaboration and housed in the Cochrane Library. Until
Al health assistants integrate robust evidence synthesis and transparent sourcing, they should be used cautiously

and complemented with traditional search and professional advice.

In health information, trust is the ultimate currency—whether you turn to Dr Google or an Al chatbot, demand

evidence, question confidently phrased claims, and always verify before you act.



